The natural history of post-traumatic reflex sympathetic dystrophy.
The paper presents the results of a prospective trial to examine the natural history of early reflex sympathetic dystrophy (RSD). Thirty patients with post-traumatic RSD of the hand were observed without treatment. They were reassessed 1, 2 and 6 months after diagnosis with a final assessment at 10 to 18 months (average 13 months). Twenty-seven patients completed the study. Three were withdrawn during the study because of persistence of signs and symptoms of RSD and were given further treatment. Of the 27 patients who completed the study, only one showed sufficient features of the condition to warrant the diagnosis of mild RSD. In the remaining 26, most features of RSD had resolved spontaneously. Pain and swelling disappeared more quickly than other features of RSD. Although the signs and symptoms of RSD had largely gone at 13 months, the hands were still functionally impaired because of weaker grip strength.